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Although well respected, German universities are no longer considered world class. Efforts 
to rejuvenate the German university system include a competition to confer elite status on 
the country’s ten leading universities.German universities are no longer 
considered to be at the forefront of 
teaching and research as they were 
before World War II. They are no 
longer able to compete with the Ivy 
League universities of the US, such 
as Harvard and Yale, or with universi-
ties such as Oxford and Cambridge 
in the UK. According to an article 
ranking the top universities world-
wide in the October 2005 issue of 
the Times Higher Education Supple-
ment, the highest ranked German 
university was Heidelberg (# 45), fol-
lowed by the Technical University of 
Munich (# 55).
To combat this trend, in June 
2004, the minister for education and 
research at the time, Edelgard Bul-
mahn, announced a special initiative: 
a national competition in which the 
nation’s 100 or so universities would 
have the opportunity to compete for 
“elite university” status. The German 
government has committed 1.9 bil-
lion Euros (US $2.3 billion) of addi-
tional funds over 5 years to the ten 
universities selected as elite. There 
are two rounds to the competition, 
with the first round winners due to 
be announced in October this year. 
The declared aim of the initiative, 
called the “Exzellenziniative,” is to 
raise Germany’s international com-
petitiveness in science and there-
fore its economic power by creating 
“beacons of science” that embrace 
the broad spectrum of science and 
arts—from physics to philosophy.
The competition for elite univer-
sity status is administered by the 
German federal government’s main 
grant funding body, the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), 
and by the German Science Coun-
cil (Wissenschaftsrat). The science 
committee of the DFG presides 
over the peer reviewed distribution of research grants worth 1.5 billion 
Euros annually. The German Science 
Council publishes reports on qual-
ity of research and advises the fed-
eral and state governments on sci-
ence policies but does not distribute 
grants itself. The DFG established a 
jury including German politicians and 
leading scientists from both within 
and outside Germany to assess 
proposals from German universities 
seeking elite status.
Part of the problem with the German 
university system lies in its history of 
egalitarianism and decentralization. 
Traditionally, German universities 
have offered equal opportunities to 
all members of society for a univer-
sity education and until recently did 
not even charge tuition fees. Ger-
many is a federation of states, and 
science and education policies are 
decided on a state by state basis, 
with the 16 states carrying political 
and financial responsibilities for the 
universities in their region. The cen-
tral government can only introduce 
nationwide programs or support 
individual university projects if all 16 
states agree. Largely dependent on 
the government of their state, Ger-
man universities have suffered from 
a lack of autonomy and insufficient 
funding. Indeed, since 1975 the share 
of the gross domestic product spent 
on teaching and research in German 
universities has declined to 0.84%. 
In contrast, non-university research 
institutes in Germany, such as those 
run by the Max-Planck, Helmholtz, 
and Fraunhofer societies, have pros-
pered; and many of them are consid-
ered world class.
The downward trend for German 
universities is set to change with the 
introduction of the elite competition 
and a commitment on the part of 
Angela Merkel, Chancellor of Ger-Cell 126, Amany, to increase spending on R&D 
to 3% of gross domestic product by 
2010. The elite university competi-
tion, although at first greeted with 
scepticism, has now been embraced 
by the universities and their stu-
dents. This success prompted the 
German government to broaden the 
scope of the original elite university 
initiative to supply two extra streams 
of funding—for about 40 graduate 
schools and 30 research network 
“centers of excellence.” German uni-
versities can submit preliminary pro-
posals in either the first or second 
round for any or all of the three cat-
egories: graduate schools, research 
network centers of excellence, and 
institutional development strategies 
to promote top-level research (from 
which the ten elite universities are to 
be selected).
In addition to the international jury 
convened by the DFG, 20 science 
panels have examined the 319 pro-
posals received in the first round of 
selection for the three funding pro-
grams. Of 135 proposals submitted 
by 74 universities for the graduate 
school category, 39 universities were 
selected and invited to submit full 
proposals to receive an extra one 
million Euros per year. Of the 157 
proposals submitted for the centers 
of excellence category, 41 univer-
sities and institutes were selected 
and invited to submit full proposals 
to receive an extra 6.5 million Euros 
per year. But perhaps the category 
that has prompted the most interest 
and scrutiny is that for institutional 
development strategies from which 
the shortlist of ten elite universities is 
to be culled. Of the 27 proposals, ten 
universities were pre-selected earlier 
this year as candidates to ultimately 
achieve elite status; if chosen, each 
will receive an extra 25 million Euros ugust 25, 2006 ©2006 Elsevier Inc. 635
per year for 5 years. The elite univer-
sity shortlist includes, as expected, 
those universities located in the more 
prosperous southern states: the uni-
versities of Freiburg, Tübingen, Hei-
delberg, and Würzburg, as well as 
Munich’s Ludwig-Maximilians and 
Technical University. However, there 
was relief among other regions of the 
country when universities such as 
the Free University of Berlin, as well 
as two smaller universities (Tech-
nical University of Aachen and the 
University of Bremen), made the top 
ten shortlist. In October this year, the 
German government will announce 
the five or so universities that have 
been selected from this shortlist to 
receive elite status; the remaining 
elite universities will be announced 
in October 2007. The winners of the 
first round selection for the gradu-
ate school and research centers of 
excellence funding programs will 
also be announced this October.
“We have learnt a great deal from 
the international peer review of the 
submitted proposals,” said Profes-
sor Ernst-Ludwig Winnacker at the 
annual meeting of the DFG in Munich 
in June this year. “Two points were 
heavily criticised by our advisors 
from abroad: the lack of interna-636 Cell 126, August 25, 2006 ©2006 Elstionality and the failure to provide 
even chances for women scientists,” 
said Winnacker. Only 5% of profes-
sorships at German universities are 
held by foreign scientists, and less 
than 9% of the university chairs are 
occupied by women. President of the 
DFG since 1998 (he will hand over the 
presidency at the end of 2006), Win-
nacker, a biochemist from Ludwig-
Maximilians University in Munich, 
has praised the elite university initia-
tive. However, he points out that even 
an investment of 25 million Euros per 
year in each elite university will not 
guarantee their entry into the ranks 
of the world’s top universities.
The elite university competition 
and the two other initiatives for excel-
lence have garnered broad support. 
Says Peter Hommelhoff, rector of 
Heidelberg University, “The public 
has regained some of their trust in 
universities, and they have got some 
of their dignity back.” The head of 
the German Science Council, the 
neurologist Karl Max Einhäupl from 
Charité University Hospital in Berlin, 
has pointed out that “the long desired 
change in paradigms has taken place 
and we can now say goodbye to the 
concept of homogeneity and get 
used to the concept of diversity and evier Inc.competition between universities.” 
Others are not so convinced. Says 
stem cell researcher Hans Schöler, 
who returned from the University of 
Pennsylvania to become Director of 
the Max Planck Institute for Molecular 
Medicine in Münster, “There is a lot of 
talk about elite universities and grants 
for science, but in the end it needs a 
lot of money to carry out such a pro-
gram.” Molecular biologist Thomas 
Tuschl, who was a junior research 
group leader in Göttingen and now 
heads a laboratory at Rockefeller 
University in New York, thinks that 
Germany’s main problem is not lack 
of funds for research facilities and 
equipment but rather for professors 
and qualified research and teaching 
personnel, given the huge numbers 
of students at German universities. 
He welcomes the elite university 
competition particularly if it is used to 
set up independent and well-staffed 
research departments with interesting 
and innovative research programs.
The German government seems to 
be off to an impressive start with its 
reorganization of the university sys-
tem, but only time will tell whether 
these new initiatives will ensure that 
Germany’s universities regain their 
former glory.
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